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No More Hurt

The inspiring true story of a mother’s
fight to save her children from the
nightmare of sexual abuse
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This book is for the women who work to stop sexual assault
And for Carolina and Amy


Sex is the alibi

Tethered and bound

Our backs across the room

From each other we sing

– OLGA BROUMAS, ‘THE PROHIBITION’


Prologue

IN 1982, WHEN my daughters were four and one, I decided to kill them.

It was a hot, late June day; in the landlord’s garden, blue lupine climbed the garage wall. A dull, rotund cat sunbathed on the stone fence. It was two o’clock, and there was a humming silence on our quiet East Vancouver street. My children were sleeping, sweetly sleeping, Carolina in her yellow flowered sundress, Amy in only a diaper with the red ribbon from her soother falling across her chest. Both girls slept on their backs with their limbs askew, their hair damp and curled on their brows. Carolina clutched her blanket and Amy, her grey elephant.

I was so in love with them, there at the door of their bedroom, that all I could think of was murder.

I had not folded up my bed yet, and I lurched through the musty basement hallway to the disarray of my sheets. The suite was all of a parcel: I slept alone in the living room, which adjoined the ungenerous kitchen. I stripped off my robe and crawled into bed, wrapping humidly around myself.

My thoughts were in a formative language, a language without letters. Just one thing was clear: I must kill Carolina and Amy. I considered drowning them, how hard it would be to hold Amy and still compel Carolina to walk with me into the cold ocean water.

I took the girls to the beach as often as I could, with their plastic buckets and shovels and day-old bread for the gulls and ducks. I never tired of watching them out of doors, their adorable, still-creased legs, their fascination with castles and muck. How large the world must seem, I thought as I sat watching them and smoking, my back up against a log, the mountains blue and hazy across the inlet. Dogs were big to Carolina and Amy, and so were cats. Even the greedy, swooping gulls were big. I was big. Someday, I thought, they will think of me as small. Like everything, this will be a discovery. For the first time, two months earlier, Amy had said Mama. For the first time, two weeks before, Carolina had flushed a grown-up toilet. I tried to understand the experience they were having, this theatre curtain rising, this heart-stopping adventure called childhood.

If I had a gun, would I shoot them? That would at least be fast. I wondered if I would have the courage: could I look at Amy, curly-haired Amy with her luminous blue eyes, with her legs kicking in her crib, and shoot her? Point blank? That body, those bodies I grew so enthusiastically inside my own, those luscious small bodies, Carolina’s little toes and spatulate fingers, her toss of black hair?

When Carolina was almost nine months old, after she had crawled for only two weeks, she began to walk. It was Christmas Day, 1978. She wore a smocked dress of robin’s egg blue my mother had sent from Arizona, white tights and no shoes. We were in her bedroom, all of us, me and her father, Frank, too, showing her multisized coloured rings that slid onto a tube, when Carolina began to catapult from me to her father, giggling and tilting drastically forward, two steps then four then eight, her momentum finally cascading her into her daddy’s arms in a wild peal of laughter. From then on, Carolina walked everywhere. When we went along the city streets to shop, she would toddle beside me, clutching my hand, improbably propelling herself along. I’d walk bent because she was so very short. She was a baby, very nearly an infant, but she was walking, and also talking articulately, in sentences. People stopped to stare.

Everything Carolina did was a sort of miracle to me. Living with her was living in a brilliant maze of miracles, turning every corner to find a new delight, a surprise, a rapture.

Pills are the thing, I thought all of a sudden. The realization was as hot as the mean June afternoon, there in my bed: pills, yes, whatever sorts of pills killed. Barbiturates. I could put powder into ice cream; I could lie us down in my big bed and hold the girls tight, and we could drift off to a game of Itsy Bitsy Spider, to Raffi on the tape deck.

Something loosened inside me. I slept.

I didn’t know why I wanted to kill my kids. I knew it arose from instinct, that I felt like a cornered animal, fiercely protective. That murdering them, annihilating them, was a thought both unbearable and unbearably sweet in its release. This was our den; even holed up in it, though, we were still not safe. They were not safe. Carolina and Amy were in utter jeopardy. I knew that as thoroughly as I knew my name. It was knowledge that had been growing in increments since before Amy’s birth, gaining momentum until now, nearly three months after my separation from Frank, it was at fever pitch. The girls were in trouble.

The problem was, on that Wednesday late in June, I didn’t know why. I only registered the threat as it swelled towards them like fire, pressing its vivid story. I only knew I had to save my daughters, that saving them was more important to me than breath.

And so, I should kill them.


Part One


1

‘WHAT’RE YOU DOING?’ I whispered.

‘Shh,’ said Frank.

I heard a wrinkle of foil. The darkness was total, and though I tried hard to make him out, I couldn’t see a thing. I had to rely on other senses, touch and smell. I wasn’t used to having sex without light. Frank had tugged his jeans off while he lay on his back, then reached for me, pulling me up a crude ladder and under a heavy down sleeping bag. It was awkward, close; the ceiling was only three feet above his elevated bed. We kissed. I began to stroke his shoulders and arms. He was muscular from farm work and smelled faintly of what I took to be straw; I felt the stirrings of arousal.

Frank turned away from me slightly, and I fanned small kisses across his back. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Ellen, shit, wait a minute.’

Finally I figured out what he was doing. He was rolling on a condom.

Perplexed, I told him I was on the pill.

He rolled back to face me. ‘Women give me infections.’

‘What?’ I said. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘C’mere,’ he said and pulled me to him. He kissed me and touched my breasts very softly. Then he entered me and ejaculated.

Frank Moore was lovely to look at. A photographer and silversmith who earned his living training horses, he was tall and thin with long, shocked black hair. His blue-green eyes were sleepy and blank, which made him seem mysterious. His body was perfect. He wore jeans and western flannel shirts. He hardly ever talked, and when he did it was with a sort of southern drawl, as if he were pulling words through molasses.

It was early 1977. I was twenty-two, passing through Vancouver to stay with my brother Laurence en route from New York to San Francisco, and after two days in town I’d looked Frank up. We had dated for a short time in high school, and whatever had attracted me to him then – I’d never been able to quite pinpoint it – was still there five years later. Frank was a magnet; I was the iron shavings we’d pushed around on our school desktops. Once as teenagers we were driving down Strawberry Street, rounding a curve, when Frank, sadness rasping his voice, whispered, ‘I’d like to kill myself.’ He almost ditched us, but his words caused an answering hammer to bang in my chest. I hadn’t known what to say. It made me see him as dangerous and romantic.

These days Frank was a hippie, sort of. After being at university in fast-paced Manhattan, I found Frank’s slow, semi-rural lifestyle appealing; it seemed like a kind of oasis. I postponed my trip south, an easy decision. I wasn’t heading to San Francisco for any particular reason, just as somewhere to go after graduation. I had a degree in psychology and one practicum working with autistic kids, but I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do next.

Frank was drifting too. He didn’t seem to have aspirations except for his photography – he hoped one day to be good enough to have a show. I didn’t doubt he would. He had real talent. He showed me how to handle myself in a darkroom, but his talent was something I didn’t share: an ability to find a meaningful juxtaposition of light, subject and shadow. By the time I wondered if I was in love with him, I was just as much in love with the pictures he took. And with British Columbia’s scenery. Frank and I spent long days hiking up the sides of snow-capped mountains and along stretches of beach and ocean. I felt safe, at peace.

One morning when I awoke beside Frank a pungent odour assailed me. I knew at once it was urine. I moved against the sheet – wet. I reached down to touch my legs – wet. I’d wet the bed every night of my life till I was thirteen, and now, after a ten-year break, I’d done it again. I lay stone cold quiet against Frank, more ashamed than I could stand.

When Frank came to, he blinked into the light. He moved sleepily, adjusting his position, and I watched his even features blur with confusion when he realized he was wet.

Tentatively, I stroked his cheek. ‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

Oh God, I thought, make me die. I didn’t know how to move an explanation through my humiliation. I whispered so low he had to crane to hear. ‘It was me. I had … an accident.’

‘Did you—?’

I nodded frantically to interrupt him, then jerked away and started down the ladder. ‘I’m sorry,’ I told him again. I felt the chill morning air touch my damp skin.

Frank was frowning. It’s coming now, I thought with dread. He’ll kick me out and never want to see me again.

Instead, he backed down the ladder after me. He took my elbow gently, steering me towards the bathroom. ‘Let’s have a shower,’ he said.

‘You don’t mind?’

He shook his head and shrugged. ‘I have six brothers and sisters, Ellen. Don’t worry about it.’

I was so grateful I hardly knew what to do.
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1963

‘Ellen,’ a voice says. A whisper that I climb to out of sleep.

‘Mommy?’

‘Ellen,’ my mother repeats harshly. ‘Jill said, Wake Ellen. Ellen’ll know what to do. I’m waking up Ellen now. She’s my daughter.’

It’s the middle of the night, a time I’ve scarcely seen before at nine years old. Pulling up into the dark, I prop myself on my elbows.

‘See? I have a knife. Ellen, this is a knife from the kitchen. You know this knife, don’t you?’

My mother smells sour. There is enough moonlight to see that she wears a bra and is otherwise naked, enough to memorize the shape of the knife that she raises over me. I do know it. It’s our roast-beef knife.

‘Ellen will know what to do.’

‘Mommy?’

She turns and pads out of my room, buttocks puddling, feet squeaking over the boards in the hall.

I follow her. ‘Mommy, what’s wrong? Please, Mommy, please say.’

She’s in bed when I reach her room. Everything is woozy, without definition. There is Mom’s bed, all right; there are her sheets and blankets in a hump, there’s Mom with the big knife, but it’s like looking at things under water. She smells like diarrhoea. She pulls the knife to her chest and curls around it.

‘I’m going to kill myself,’ she says, but now her voice becomes happy and sweet, very different from her mean whisper in my room. A bird-song voice. She adds, ‘Call your father. Call the doctor, Ellen. Call Dr Thomas. Better hurry.’

She lifts the knife, stares at it and giggles. She says, ‘Oops.’

‘Mommy, how?’ Daddy has moved out. I don’t know how to call him or the doctor.

There’s a large silence. I can feel urine falling down my leg. Not a big, bathroom burst of it, but a trickle.

My mother looks at me. A normal look. She frowns and says, ‘Look the doctor’s number up, Ellen. Don’t you know anything?’

She has a metal directory on her bedside table. I pull my eyes from her, move the indicator to T, push the button.

‘Phone! Telephone! Microphone! Gramophone! Ellen is on the gramophone.’

‘What do I say?’ My hands are flopping all around, won’t stay still. I lift the heavy black receiver – it’s stone cold – and dial. My finger keeps falling out of the holes.

‘Tell him,’ my mother says, her voice gone deep, ‘tell him your mother’s about to commit suicide.’

When a woman answers – I didn’t know it wouldn’t be Dr Thomas – I give a little cry of shock.

‘Yes? Dr Thomas’s answering service. Is someone there?’

‘It’s me,’ I say, my voice rubbery. I reach down and hold my crotch.

‘Speak up. Who is this? Are you playing games?’

She’s mad.

I use Mom’s words, thick on my tongue. ‘My mother’s about to … to uh … commit suicide.’

She gets even madder. ‘Who is this? Do I know you? What’s your name?’

‘Is this Dr Thomas?’ I feel stupid. I know she isn’t Dr Thomas. Dr Thomas is a man.

‘Dr Thomas is out of town. Dr Moore is on call. Tell me your name.’

I look at my mother. She has the tip of the knife just above the top of her bra, poking at her skin, denting it. ‘She has a big knife.’

‘I need to know your name and address so Dr Moore can come and help you. Tell me your name.’

‘Ellen.’

‘Your last name?’

‘Billings,’ I say. ‘It’s really big.’

‘What’s big?’

‘It’s very big. The knife is big. My mother is crying.’ She isn’t. I am. I’m not making any sound, but tears are sneaking into my mouth.

‘Where do you live?’

‘In Burlington.’

‘On what street?’

‘Maple.’ She doesn’t like me.

‘What’s your number on Maple?’

I tell her our phone number.

‘Your street number.’

‘One-eighteen,’ I say.

‘Hang up now. Are you listening, Ellen? Hang up now. Are you upstairs?’

‘Yes.’

‘Go downstairs and unlock the door for the doctor. You’re a brave little girl. Can you do that for me?’

I nod.

‘Ellen?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do that now, please. Hang up and go wait for the doctor.’

There’s a big thunk as I put the receiver back. It’s a very heavy telephone.

‘Well?’ says my mother.

‘I have to go downstairs and unlock the door,’ I tell her, jiggling my hand in my crotch so no more pee can come out.

‘Well, go then,’ she says.

I’ve never been downstairs in the dark before. I’m sure it’s wrong to go now, because my mother has a knife. I’m very slow. I touch the wall all the way down the stairs. In the foyer I start hugging myself and I can feel goose bumps. ‘Nice house,’ I say, starting forward. ‘Good house. Nice, good house.’ I creep under the chandelier, past the gaping hole of the basement stairs into the kitchen. ‘Nice table. Nice chairs. Nice counter.’ I slide my way past the glubbing freezer to the back entrance hall, past the coats on pegs that I think might grab me. There’s the back door. I reach up to unlock it.

‘Uh oh,’ I say. My voice sounds like the freezer, all shaky. ‘Robbers might get in. Robbers are bad.’

I know I have to stay put. Or else. I stand on my tiptoes and part the drapes to watch the driveway for car lights. I plan that when I see lights I’ll quickly unlock the door.

‘Bad old robbers. Don’t move one inch. Hurry up, Mr Doctor. Hurry up if you know what’s good for you.’

I forget it’s not Dr Thomas coming. This doctor has on a big grey coat. He smells like snow. He has galoshes on. He has a black bag.

‘I’m Dr Moore. Are you the girl who called?’ he says in a gruff voice.

I shrink back into the coats. Nod my head.

‘Where’s your mother?’

‘Up,’ I whisper.

‘Where?’

I point.

‘Go back to bed,’ he says and reaches to touch my hair. ‘Your mother’s going to be fine now. Your mother will be all better in the morning.’
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Frank and I spent most of our time together when he wasn’t at work. One early spring day he asked if I’d like to go riding. I was excited. I’d ridden a lot when I was small, on the hobby farm just northwest of Burlington, Ontario, where my parents had raised hunters, jumpers and Shetland ponies.

The horses were good ones, not rentals. Frank gave me a leg up onto my mare. It was a western saddle, new for me, so Frank explained how I should sit, how to hold the reins and use the saddle horn. I was glad to find that the rest came back to me. Frank led us out on a slow walk. I felt confident, and I found myself mesmerized by the slow and even rhythm of the mare’s flanks. When Frank galloped, leading along a forest trail, and my horse galloped after, my body knew those rhythms, too, how to control her, how to ride smoothly.

Frank pulled in his horse at a small clearing surrounded by fir trees. After helping me dismount, he produced a bottle of wine and a knapsack from his saddlebag.

‘You’re kidding,’ I said. ‘You made us a picnic?’

He snapped a blue-and-white checked tablecloth over the grass, then set out two juice glasses and a corkscrew. While I stood gawking, my thighs sore and trembling from the ride, he unwrapped sandwiches and a plastic container filled with cookies. It was cool, and I sat down gingerly, feeling the wet grass soak through the tablecloth and my jeans.

Frank filled our glasses. ‘To us,’ he said, smiling.

I nodded. ‘To us,’ I repeated. I wasn’t used to drinking, so I sipped my wine slowly.

I leaned in against his shoulder. He told me he loved me, that he’d loved me since high school. He said he wanted to be with me forever.

I was taken aback. Frank and I were definitely an item, but he still had a girlfriend in a nearby town. I’d never met her, but I’d been jealous of her since the beginning, and I resented the fact that Frank wasn’t mine alone. I hadn’t been able to pin him down on which one of us he wanted.

I wasn’t sure if I loved Frank, but I liked him, and I liked the life he offered me. He had a large circle around him, people as easygoing as he was. They were artists, a lot of them, sculptors and poets and painters and dancers. I was the sort of woman who latched on to one special friend, but Frank had lots of friends. He wasn’t close to his friends in the way I was to mine, but people gravitated to him. I couldn’t really figure it out – he didn’t actively do anything to maintain these friendships, and he was too quiet to be called charming. Yet his phone rang constantly. I wanted some of that to rub off on me. Plus I wanted him to give up that damned girlfriend.

Frank reached for an egg salad sandwich. ‘Move in with me,’ he said.

‘Really?’ My heart was pounding.

‘Call your friend in San Francisco and get him to send up your things.’

‘Are you sure, Frank? God, it’s a big move.’

‘Have a sandwich,’ he said.
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1972

Frank Moore wants to cheat. We’re studying revolutions. All I can think of when I think of revolutions is a song by the Beatles. I hate history. But I’m way better at it than Frank. I slide my test papers over to the edge of my desk so he can copy the answers. He’s already been kept back once; this year he’ll graduate. Except for wanting my test answers, I don’t think he even knows I’m alive.

Until one Wednesday when he walks me out of the classroom. I can’t believe it. He’s one of the popular boys. He was Cane Andrews’s boyfriend and she’s the most beautiful girl in the school. Now he’s slouched against the row of lockers, inviting me, in his slow, almost paralytic way, to a party Saturday night. I shrug and say, ‘Sure,’ as if it doesn’t matter, but my heart’s knocking halfway to hell.

I’m scared because he’s one of Dr Moore’s kids. Because he’s Catholic. Because he doesn’t care about anything. And because he comes from a normal family.

I don’t want him to find out too much about me. I don’t want him to know that my mother’s addicted to prescription drugs, or that some of her prescriptions have his father’s name on the bottles. When my mother’s doped up, or even more frequently when she stops cold turkey, she slurs at me, calling me a slut.

I keep razor blades between my mattresses. In case I need to die. And I don’t want Frank Moore to find out.
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A couple of days after our picnic, Frank asked me to go off the pill. He was worried about me ingesting the chemicals. ‘What’ll I use?’ I asked him. He was working at his desk, bent into the light of a gooseneck lamp, using a blowtorch to twist the handle of a spoon into a ring. He laid the torch aside and pulled off a pair of protective glasses.

‘Nothing,’ he said, a kind of challenge.

‘What about Michelle?’ I asked.

‘If you go off the pill,’ Frank said, his lips pulling up at the corners in a kind of half grin, ‘I’ll stop seeing her. I’ll tell her it’s over.’

I cleared my throat. ‘Frank, are you telling me you want to have a baby? I don’t even know if I’m staying in Canada.’

‘Don’t you want to stay? What can I do to convince you?’

Frank turned to his desk, picked up the ring he’d been working on and gestured for me to get up. He patted his knee. He held up my left hand and slipped the ring onto it. It was clunky, still faintly warm from the fire.

‘Frank, do you mean it? I can go off the pill?’ I wanted to ask him about getting married, but I knew he didn’t believe in it. I guessed I didn’t really believe in it either.

I’d discarded my New York wardrobe for billowing cotton dresses and small black ballet slippers. I no longer fixed my hair or wore make-up. I’d always been scared of lots of things, but with Frank I felt safe. I was home.

Things were good, good enough. I’d been at loose ends, not knowing what to do with my life, and Frank held just enough of me in his hands to keep me beside him. I asked my friend in San Francisco to mail my things north.


2

AT THE DOCTOR’S office, I crackled through my symptoms. I vomited, I said, without warning and for no apparent reason. I’d be at home or over at a friend’s house when all of a sudden my throat would open and huck would race up and out, flying two or three feet.

She nodded and scratched a note.

‘Do you think it’s cancer?’

‘Pop up on the table,’ she said. ‘Are you tired?’

‘Waking up is a chore,’ I confirmed. She prodded my face and throat and stomach.

‘Breasts sore?’ she asked, moving them back and forth in her hands like balls. ‘Any enlargement, tenderness?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘When did you last have your period?’

‘The end of June.’

She stuck gloved fingers inside me and palpated my uterus. Then she drew out her hand and grinned over my knees. ‘Best I can tell, Ellen, you’re six to eight weeks pregnant.’

I sat up quickly, delighted, propping myself on my elbows.

‘Congratulations,’ the doctor said.

After a blood test confirmed the doctor’s suspicion, I rushed home with a box of cigars. ‘Congratulations,’ I said, passing one to Frank, holding out my lighter. ‘You’re going to be a daddy.’

Slowly, very slowly, without registering emotion, Frank stripped the plastic off the cigar, bit its end and put it to his lips.

‘So?’ I said, ‘so?’ I was wobbly with happiness, though the news was still sinking in, but worried, too. Would he want it? It wasn’t exactly an accident, but it was unexpected. ‘Is that … okay? Are you happy?’

Cigar fumes billowed out. I coughed and backed away. My father had smoked cigars; the smell made me ill. I swallowed hard.

‘Ellen,’ Frank finally said with his eyes sparking and a curious smile lifting his lips, ‘that’s great. That’s just great.’

Frank closed his eyes, leaned back and contentedly puffed on his cigar. I looked hard at him, frozen in place as cold chills prickled up my arms, raising the hairs. His smile was giving me the creeps. It looked eerily familiar but I couldn’t think from where. It was August and hot, but there in our kitchen I hugged myself, rubbing my hands up and down the goose-pimpled flesh of my arms. For a second, I was pregnant and sorry.

[image: photo]

1971

I didn’t mean to get pregnant. I guess I know I am; I miss two periods in a row. But the thought is like a penny on the bottom of a swimming pool, barely visible, and by the time I tell my mother, I’m nearly three months along.

Mom doesn’t get upset. She’s very sanguine about it. We talk about my options and she advises an abortion.

A pregnant girl has to see three doctors and convince them that her health will be endangered if she maintains the pregnancy. I’ll kill myself before I’ll be an unwed mother; I have no trouble telling the doctors so.

I’m dirty. I’m seventeen, humiliated. I tell no one but Mom. Not my best girlfriend, Peggy, and not my boyfriend, Martin.

In the course of examining me, the doctors find what they think is cancer. They run tests.

My mother and I have a blow-out.

‘They say you won’t be able to have more kids, Ellen. You have to keep this baby.’

‘Lay off, Mom. I do goddamned not.’

‘Listen to me, Ellen.’ She grabs my shoulders. ‘You don’t understand what it’ll be like. You don’t understand it’s a whole life. It doesn’t mean anything to you now, but when you’re twenty-five, thirty, you’re going to want a baby so much.’

I twist away. ‘Drop dead, Mom,’ I say, tears whipping free. ‘You can’t make me keep it.’

By the time they figure out I have absolutely nothing wrong with me, it’s too late to have a first trimester abortion. I’m secreted in a hospital for a saline one, on a maternity ward. Alone, on the toilet, I give birth to a dead, five-month-old foetus.

At school after my abortion, memories of how the dead baby dangled between my legs flash during history class, and my breasts spurt milk.

No one told me that my breasts would spill milk, that my blouses would soak through with everyone watching.

Maybe everyone knows; I was at school the whole time I was pregnant. I gained weight and suddenly lost it. But there seems to be an unspoken pact: no one, friend or enemy, mentions it.
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Frank and I rented a bungalow in a quiet neighbourhood. The house had dark, oily plywood walls that gave the rooms a cavernous glow, but it also had hardwood floors, a screened sun porch, two bedrooms and a partially renovated basement. Someone had left a maroon overstuffed couch and chair behind, and we needed them; besides Frank’s bed, which I asked him to cut down so that I wouldn’t have to manoeuvre a ladder, we had no furniture. Still, I’d acquired a jungle of houseplants and box after box of books and dishes, enough to start us off, and we scrounged the rest. Outside in the weedy garden patch, I sunk spring bulbs, crocuses and daffodils and tulips I hoped might bloom by the time the baby came.

The baby was everything to me. I’d already decided that she’d be a girl and that her name would be Carolina. I tried to imagine her there in my belly: how large she was, what her stage of development. I borrowed books from the library and bought others. I read them while I ate crackers and small tubs of fruited yogurt that Frank sweetly ran out to buy: I couldn’t learn or eat enough. Mornings I preened, longing to see myself show, longing to see Carolina in a mirror. My reflection, though, displayed only the flat and unremarkable belly I had once dieted and exercised into just that shape.

By October, just after our move, I was into my second trimester. The morning sickness was gone. The baby, who apparently looked like a small, translucent alien, would soon grow large enough for me to detect her movements.

One night Frank and I were sitting on our couch when I felt Carolina kick. I had the tiniest pot belly, of which I was inordinately proud. I felt a small, determined thunk, bigger than a gas bubble, right under my navel. I grinned, shot through with a quick dose of pleasure, and speedily unzipped my pants. ‘Frank,’ I said, ‘Frank!’ I slouched down and put my hands against my skin.

Frank looked embarrassed. ‘Ellen,’ he said, ‘do up your pants.’ He took a toke on the joint he was smoking.

‘No, Frank, no. I can feel the baby. I can feel it. It’s kicking me, Frank.’

I reached for his hand but he pulled away. ‘Ellen, I’m getting the camera.’

‘The camera?’ I said. Frank bewildered me. He wouldn’t show much interest in my pregnancy and then, all at once, he’d want to take pictures. He’d photographed me the day I announced I was pregnant and again the day we moved into the house. The pictures were in a special album; arrows in black felt pen pointed to my belly and announced ‘Baby!’ Partly I thought it was sweet, this urge of his, but partly I felt uncomfortable. ‘Goddamn it,’ I said, but then Carolina began a series of collisions with my stomach that scooped my attention. There she was, burbling and popping inside me, my little salmon, my little dolphin, jumping through hoops.

When Frank developed the pictures, they showed me slovenly on the sofa, not apparently pregnant, and were completely unflattering except for the expression on my face, which was rapt.

I wanted a window into my uterus. How was the baby situated? Where was her head? How much conversation could she hear? Did she hear my voice from the inside out, but others’ voices only indistinctly? She certainly, I thought, could not smell, which required air, and could not taste – or did she taste the umbilical waters? Did she see, and if so, what? The watery pink of floating tissues? Did she suck her thumb? Most of all, could my thoughts and feelings transfer to her? In 1977, this was a radical question, one my doctor rolled her eyes at. Could I give birth to an optimist by thinking only hopeful thoughts? A depressive if I schlumped around? A hard worker if I was industrious?

Frank and I set to work renovating Carolina’s room. The walls were lumpy with layers of wallpaper; these we stripped, peeling them away in long, ragged gashes. After fifteen layers, we came, finally, to wood slats. Frank and his friends Steve and Mark, and sometimes his brother Dennis, drywalled, manoeuvring huge sheets of wallboard through the door, then cutting, nailing and taping. I began to paper in a white and floral print. I painted the woodwork soft pink. Frank and I bought a green carpet. When we were through, the room, transformed, looked exactly like spring. Carolina was due the first week of April.

*

Our families had greeted the announcement of my pregnancy with mostly unspoken concern. Since Dr Moore and Frank’s mom, Mary (I was to call her Mary), were back east and my mother and sister lived in Arizona, where my mother had moved to care for her aging father years before, there wasn’t much they could do.

Over the phone, Frank’s family acted friendly and warm, and I was grateful. The shame of what Dr Moore had witnessed when I was young rolled soft and oily inside me, but I pushed aside my queasiness about it. No one referred back to that earlier encounter; I hoped I was forgiven by my mother. Frank’s parents seemed glad to see their son finally settling down even if, in the style of the day, we weren’t marrying. One of his sisters had had a child while unmarried; maybe his parents were getting used to it.

In any case, I thought that over time Frank and I would show them what an upstanding respectable couple we were. We’d have a perfect family – just like theirs, solid, stable and wholesome.
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My mother lets herself out of my brother’s room. Laurence may be
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